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- ' " THE Pznromucz APPRAISAL:

A REVIEW Oﬁ’THE LITERATURE WITH IMPLICAIIOﬁS FOR COMMUNICATION RESEARCH\
. ‘ - . . : ,
; ' | . ,f, ..
The performance appraisal interview provides an intriguing . - LS
, conmunication situation for the student of organizational commlnication.
. Emuloyees=undoubted1y need the feedback of , their supervisor .to ‘do their best.
Yet they are often an*ious at the prospect of an-. appraisal interviev. On the

other hand supervisors recqgnize that emp;oyees want to know how they are .

¥ | ', ’ ‘e :
_ (/ doing on the job. They also realize that they should \:omunicaie with their oo \"

v - employees about work performance. Yet, in practiee, performance information
. (S . . ‘e ¢

is fréquent}y not riscussed with emplovees._1 And when it is discussed it
Iy . : . I . .

. may be given in a perfunctgry~ﬁanner.2' In addition, itrhas long been ! ' \\\e
o . . . . . ~
‘ frecognized-that‘some snpervisors avoid_performanqe appraisal intervievs,~while o
. others eiperience anxiety and discomfort in doing'them;3 Béyond-this, the - | .
| infrequent and~ineffettive use$of performance appraisal intervievs isﬁwell _ .

' documented,4 The irony of this_situation is that a performance appraisal . °

A\
L4

0 L4 v’ L

L interview is a primary and important cqntext fdr the supervisor’' and employ~e .

to work together to acﬂieveisuperiorﬂpérformance. Yet, fear keeps the process
1 . ! . . ) .
from achieving its full potential.

a .
Research on performance appraisal interviewing provides a promise of help

.

for conducting these interviews, but. it is broadly scattered. This essay has
. .

-~ . [ .
a twofold purpose. First,.it will draw together what is known from the -

; research literature onvperformancebkppraisal interviewing. This literature " o

t

will be groupedpnhdeq the headings of: function, frequency, appraiser

.

.7, . characteristics, climate and'emplovee”participation. Second, the implicationg

, . . .
¢ .
h3 < W
} ..
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" employee is thinking, to teach the employee to problem solve, to help the

'

f

of this research for communication research will be drawn.

. goale-may_become difficult for the interviewer..

needs.

' I < s .
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'FUNCTIONS QF APPRAISAL' INTERVIEWS
. o . : _ . LA

s .

A.cnick ed;vey of the writinga of researchere and other authotitiea‘on' »

v

appraisal intervieving Bhowe a myriad of expectationa for functions of thet

employee inberview. The appraieal interview might function. to provide
» / A . .

feedback on performance, to counsel and providélbelp, to discover what the.

employee discover ways to improve, to set performance goale, and/or, to discuss -

compensation., The goals of the appraisal interview seem endless?! The problem _

.created by Buch multiple goela is tnat'ah.attempt to adogt a set of reasonable

/’

And. withoqt specific goals in-
. ~ - . . . . . - ’
mind the interview may lack the necessary focus 'to achieve anything of .

consequence. . ?

o ‘

One way to male this list more mdnageable and functional ierto{Sivide the

- I

activities into two categories. employee development needs and o;ganizational

elearly What the employer is trying to do is to help the employee be

¢

' more productive and aatiefied with work as a pereon~-develop the employee and

'Two studies have specifically addressed the §uestion of whether' this ought to -

and Performance Review Program.

be a function of the appraisal interview.

?

to achieve the organizations production goals--organizational nneds. ,
D

Beyond these two generally accepted functions, lies’the question of

.

diacueaing compensation as a function of the performance appraisal interviey.

The first was conducte&‘by Meyer .

! “ / d’l

" and Ws aesociatee5 in conjunction with the Géneral Electric Work Planning

' Thase reeearchers concluded that trying to

. f - 4 \
[ ) . .
) L4

L}
.
[ 4
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o
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eschieve both feedback and counselling for .improvement:- and informing‘of a

X e ¥
d .

salary decision vas less effective than s’iitting the roles and holding two
separate dnterviews. They found that the employees' etti\udes towsrd their

supervisor and perfornsnce improved when these two purposes were separated.

. .Their explanation was that when these purposes vere combineg in a single

- interview, the discussion of salaryutook precedenée in the employee’s mind - _
. \ M ) ) R
over @ discussion .of improvement. ‘The result was that employees. vanted to : ' :

' make a good impression and/or Justify a greater salsry increase. Huse and - ".‘_':;

. Kay® reported !bat salary discussion contributed significsntly to the

) b, e

overdll tension of'the employees they studied. Both°topics-—development and .

compensation-vdo-not seem particularly compatible. The érgumént that they do « o
~t 4 t . N .
' not fit is compelling, but there veré severil confounding factors in these e

. - [}

researcher scdesign. Primarily, the problem’ vss_thst tqe interviews when' ‘.

o
» . . . N \

separated diffored in other important respects. They were-different in that -
. { .

they were more frequent, emphasized joint goal plsnnipg, and had no summary

\ ratings. s e

’
° .

Cumminqs7 conducted a study.vhich‘sought to test this relationship in
. 'the field. 0He argued that expectancy theory‘suggests that salary be a part of
~an sppraissl°intervieé.. His field experiment investigated employee reactions -
to‘an old.and.new apprsisal system. The data indicated that emplOyees had

A}

mor¢ Jositive attitudes to the new system that jointly addressed development

14
4

and salaryvthan to the old system that did not. Again the experiment was

confounded by factors that do not permit confidence in this conclusion.a .

LS
1
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Miners reported data Sathered in a 1974 Bureau rof National Affairs" . ' 35

. | .
survey of personnel managers of 150 industrial and government organizations. R ':i

'Ninety .percent of their managers, office personnel and production workeéb vere - ';

\sppraiped.yeﬁrly@" Additionally.iperformance appraisiljinterviews were : ' ' f_;

[

. . conducted in,about 90 percent of tbe'cases where performance'appraiﬁals>were

. . , ) ~ ..' Ay ¢ ‘ . . ry '
. HoweVer, this. data may be misleading. The problem becdmes one of

o

,disco‘%ring what is meant by.a performance‘sppraisal interview. Hall and. -

L&wler9 report that the supervisor and subordinates sometimes have. - ,- " G

‘ different views as to what. constitutes sn interview. Questioning conducted .

with both groups revealed that the éupervisor thought of a brief, general
\, — - .l A N L '

. discussion with a subordinate as a performance appraisal interview, while s

. subordinatee did not see them as such. Lot ., ‘e . s

2 ) Other researchers haVe uncoveﬁbd practices that place this self-report - '.

.

data in doubt. McCall and DeVries10 and Meyer and his eolleagues11
' v
discovered that eupervisors resisted holding performance appraieal interviews

' unless the organization tookﬂspec{fic measures to insure, that they were held.

.
)
t s " 4 .

, Landy and Trumbo12 report that—;iong a nunber'ofhcompanies they studied

interviews were frequently not'held to convey ratings bEcause supervisors

believed that»doing 80 was inconvenient lbgistically or they ‘believed that the

\ , o \
ratiigs served no real purpose. . . . P

Recommended frequency has been an 1lssue of concern and discussion-among .  * .

scholars. Three factors have been suggested as determinants of frequency:

the nature of the goal of the interview, the kind of position the.employee has




ﬂ,.“ : in the orgenizetion end~chereeterieties of the enployee s performence. . I ¥ ?i

Qunminge and Schweb13/fu§geet that a maintenance interview is dll that is co

]

necéesery ﬁor gsome employeea. - These people are those "in routine jobe, whose
SN
record of performance is satisfactory. This eeme rule seems reesonable for -

s ¥ long-time employees who are adequetely perforning. These employees have had‘ .

s the opportunity to refine their job ekille and show consistent performance.

v [ 3

" thus they do not require frequent reviews.14 ‘ L . o le

, »

_ There 18 evidence' though.\grat employeee ought to be interviewed at. leaet k e
”once each year. Landy and hio associatesld indicated that pereonnelywho " .

e were evelueted at least once each year thought‘their eveluattone were feirer : R ;

end more accurate. than those. who vere evaluated less frequegtly. But,‘nhen :

employee Hdevelopmént is the function of the interview, the job 1is nonroutine
- and goal.setting 1s a part of the .interview, more fre&uent interviews.are
. ‘ A : .

recommended . 16 _ _- ) ' '

- - ?
. .

.

\ { Finally, Cummings and Schwab17 J%ggest frequent reviews for the S . ‘.

organization's low performers. 'They recommend weekly (and, in difficult .
. . . - N * . \ ) ] -
- cases, dally) intérviews to monitor and give feedback on employee performance.

More,rather than fewer, interviews allows the interviewer to focus more "
. . . LI .

specifically and on fewer negative .1ssues. And 1if Kay and)hie

. A\
) colleaguesl8 are correct, tho focus on fewer negative iaeues will improqve .
e 2 o \’ .

the climate for improvement.

APPRAISER CHARACTERISTICS

.

"One characteristic of the appraiser that is directly associated to . .

b

-’
kS 3

ooy

effectiveness 1s credibility. Credibility in this case reletes to the

‘ -

Q . ' R _-7,, - .
ERIC, 0T '




- feedhack as more accurate and therefore is nore willing tu accept‘it_uhen the ;\\.~.f

' highly\knowledgeable about these two factors, regqrded the interview as more .

L S ’

appraiser's knowledge of the employee's~ﬂob duties o~ tahavior. Ilgen and_"

‘his aesociateslg'conduéted a thorough review. of thr cature’on feedback

\

in orghnizations. Their conclusion with respect to the appraiser 8 knowledge . _2

of the . qubordinate 8 job-and behavior 1is that the subordinste views the = S

H

LA ' " o - ¢’
soutce 1is knowledgeable. Landy and his colleagueszoécame to a similar

conclusion. They found that’ subordinates who believed their supervisors to be

. b

fair* and accurate thsn their counterparts who viewed their supervisors as less

knowledgeable. - S | - S .

< . L]

A second characteristic of the appraiser that' seems to be important is.

consistent stylc Eftween day-to-day activity and that demonstrated in the

2

.-interuiew.21 A supervisor who wishes to engage in problem solving with

employees in the appr, isa1 interview, but has taken on the rol of judge in
g .

-day-to-day‘interaction with employees about their jobs is being inconsistent.

Meyer and his'fellow researchers22 urge managers to adopt the role,of = N

helper rather than the role of'judge both in their day-to-day interaction and

in performance review sessions. -
A final important characteristic of the appraiser is the ability to
engage in active listening. Kikoski and‘Litgerer23 contend the ability to

paraplirase content back to the speaker and reflect feelings, the [two basic )

- @ boos

skills of active listening, contribute to the appraiser s effectiveness in

' a
=

appraisal interviews. They base their claim én 150ﬂdata-based studies24

that spught to identify.commupbcation skills and assess their effectiveness.
. . “ .
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BN CLIMATE o
Climate in the perfornance appraisal interview has received ccnaiderable - %

attention both in uellnreaaoned argunenta and empirical research. Cbncerne

/

have traditionally centered on praiae, critician and the auperior-aubordinate

" - N 2 :
- » : . . ~ . i

relationahip.
Surprisingly. Meier and- hia aasociatea »ound that praise did not have

nuch effect -on the outcone of the appraisal. They concluded that praiae may

be regarded as the aandwich W ‘ch aorrounda the raw uaat 25 That is to

say, the'average aubordinate may. believe that the auperviaor s motivation for

praiaing is preparation for the ”bad newa to follows Faraon 6 argued . .

-

perauaaively in The Harvard Business Review that praise can/alao have'a ;‘ -

negative outcome. He auggeata that praiae might quite reaaonably be viewed as - E

threatening (1. e., a atatenent of superiority and a conatraint .on the

employee's creativity). : o, ‘ " - ' ' ?ﬁ
v i o ) : . " ' |
An alternative to 2§’iae.ia'encouragepent.27, Supervisors might ask
. * ) . . ) .
the employee to _review her accompliahments and then-affirm-thoae that they

believe to be accurate. This affirmation iq,aqgouraging to the o ] : v
subordinate—-the auperviaor has agreed .with‘him ln regard to his ) .
accomplishmenta. Encouragement of'thia\type avoids the aenae that the . -
employer may be'pointing-ont aCcomplishmentalas a ﬁrelude‘t discussing ' .

inadequacies.
Criticism 18 a second fattor that affects performance apprafaal'climate,
N . ’ ' .
The supervﬁgor cannot. avoid discussing shortcomings in the employee's ,
. . ) ! J . \

- performance if the appraisal .interview is to meet organizational performance

. . ¢ 3
quectives. Research suggests that it is excessive criticiaé/ger se that is
: * -
. { ' '

3




L _/' ‘problematic in the interview. 'Too-much criticism appears to trigger the

i d

empldyee'e defenee-mechenieg\end deetroy_the climate for improvement;28

" In fect Greller29 reported that the ‘more the menegere he etudied | e

-

criticized their employeee, the leee improvement was seen in.the areas : e

. ( criticized. When iimiler areas were criticized less, managere were eble to ' '1'%}
. . Y] -

, 8ee more improvement. In addition, there was a positive correlation between

~

"the number of critical commente and the number of defensive reactions noted.

Finally, the euperv.eor t supportive orientation has been ehown to. be'

helpful in building an eppropriete climete.3° Nemeroff and. Wexley31

conducted a _study that shows when menagere take an ettitude of helper--they
treat'the enployee as an equal, ehow respect for;the.employee as a.buman\
'being--the employee is more ?atiefied uith both the-eeesion and manager then'
“b uwhen the manager does not . Supportive.behavior has aleo been demonetrated to
‘ /. be related to higher performance godl setting by the employee.32 )
| | A quality relationship is -also impartant to supportiveness. Kikoski-and
. Litterer33 euggeet that development of a ‘quality reletionship involyes

four communicetion behaViors: 1) acknowledging the employee_ae a person, 2) - ;e

. indicating that the .manager underetande the conditions under’whfch the
. — . .

employee hasllabored; 3) conveying that the employee's behavior is accepted,

if not neceeea;ily appro?ed, epd 4) Lgtting the employee know that ehe Y“as

- °

.been listened to ‘and understood. . ';

'EMPLOYEE PARTICIPATION | - ' i

LY

The issuée of,employee p§rticipationchas received considerable attention

in the performance apprdieel interviewing,literature. Cmployee involvement in _'“f

\\3 | . ! ' . T ;
« , 10 . e .
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the perfornance ep eisal proceao~1s ueuelly divided into two ereas.
!

actual participation 1n the 1nterv1ew, including goal getting.

) preparation

!, Preparatio; ' e . " " :
. . .. . S, . . \ e
One _form of preparation is eelf-rattng. Bassett and eyer34 report
that most managere expect . that their employees produce ratings that are
unrealisticalIy favorable. Therefore, they are reluctant to base an.appraisal
diecussion on se1f~ap;raikale. Bht, based .on Bassett and Meyer' .
. investigation of actual p#actice menagers_find\thetkenplo§ee's self-ratings
are surbriefnglf mode;t;. mhe researchers attribute this modesty to the fagt
: that the self—appraiaal is being publicly announced and that 1mmodesty is not .
-valued in our culture. \\ ’ _ | ' . ' - '. ‘
P -'Burge}and'associates35 hiscoveted the act of giéing a yorker a- .

N ]

structured work sheet to use'in pereonel preparation: was associated with a
. P L]

positive outcome for the 1ntery1ew.‘ The object of tpe work sheet 1is to allow

the employee time to reflect and prepsre to parti€ipate. This preparation

. seemed to reduce the aHRWarQnees of being asked questions that the employee
could not answer without reflection. The content of the worksheet used by

"Burke and his assoclates asked the employee to suggest principle
reaponaibilities, proilehs encountered in fulfilling these responsibilities,

.

similer jobs. &

v
13

w

Participation in the Interview
Aside from the actual participation itself, the "welcoming of

participation” seems to be important itself. Four studies3b have ghown
' L L ‘

.‘ - . 11 ‘

/l’\..
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and then to describe and compare his personal performance with others who hold
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' correlatione betkeen such items ee "bops aeked my opinion” and "opportﬁnity to

. preeent ideeg end £ee1inge and 8 number“of“positive outcomes. Nemeroff and

Wexley37 concluded from their inveetigation that there seem to be two s
353” , difficultiee uith uelcoming performance.. eupervieore seem to underestimate
the importance of the opportuniﬁy for eubordinatee to participate -and the

degree to which they, the eupervisors, invite participation effectivelyt

t

. 4 Although reeulte have been mixeq, recearch points to the fact that, in # .;'fé
. X ) E
seneral rhe greater the- employee 8 participacion in the interview the more g

~ N i : . ey

satisfied the pereon will be both with the inteiview and the eupervieor. 3 ‘

. \ | ]
o ' Thi's' statement md;t be tempered by several limitations presented by | - Lo

L} ’ . )
reeearchere and echolare. Locie and Sch/giger39 suggest ‘'that the new ' ° | :p' ‘,ﬁ
-employee might not have sufficient job/ﬁnowledge to participate fully. They
also point out that some employee’s have a need for dependsnce on.their o BN
;s;pervisor. These employees enjoy being dependent.and therefore, are . i
unlikely to have their own suggestions for improving their performance. . .

" .French and his colleagues4° indicgte that. the supervisor 8 usual style may
have an effect on the employee's willingness to participate. If the
supervisor does not normally welcome employee participation, then the employee
is unlikely to participate in the interview.at a high\ievel. Baseet and-

\

Meyer“k reported similar findings with respeet to incongruent etylee. . ]

~. o ¥

~ Goal Settigg Co. . ' . . . .

Goal setting is a factor that has consistent19 been associated with
positive outcomes in appraisal interviews.. Two separate studies42 have

>

demgnstrated that setting specific goals for performance improvement ylelded

G

S . twice as much improvement as either setting general goals or criticism without




Q
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goal setting. .

"Correlation studies of goal setting have shown that the activity is - .
’ ’ .
positively re}ated to. employee satisfaction'with the 1ntegv1ew,43
' ' !

& -

.perceived utility of the appraisél44 and perceived fairness and aécuracy

of the evalua;ioh.‘? Goal setiing in performance appraisal has also been

associated with the ehployee's desire to improve, and later 1mprovem§nt46

-and greater mutual understanding and,perceived fairness.47 e
| G
CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

What research is needed about factors that contribute to the

7\

effectiveness of the perfdrmance ar “r-.sal interview? While one can can see

from this review of what we know aboi‘ .he performance apprzisal interviewing
: £y : :
that there is an abundance of research on the subject, little work hasg been

contributed by communication scholars. This final section will focus on some

communication concerns that might well be met by scholars in the
organizational communicatipn area.. :

First, more research is needed which focuses upon”employee development
needs and organizational needs. C&rrenf research suggests the degree to which
the interviewer chooses gﬂ/focus more on one or the other depéﬁhs_on‘whether:
the person is a new Ar léng-time employee, the job 1is such that gnal setting
is appropriate and the individual's level of pérformance. The new employee
may need more development than the 1§pg-time,employee. f routine job may not
lend itself to goal setting. Individual's whdkéilevel of performance is high

' ~
may not need a strong emphasis in either of these areas. Research casts dqpbt

upon the advisability of discussing compensation in the performance appraisal



interview. -

.,

Several communication-related questions remain unansweyed. For example,.

how does the 1nt;rv1e§er constrﬁct mqgsages.which ﬁelp the employée toward
.brqf%esiogal develepmqnt{ ‘And further, how should the cqymunicatiop stratégy .

éhployed differ based on the employee's job claEsifigation? In the absence of //
research'one'could only-#peculatg;-as many Sf'the tex;book authors do--that a

- schedule.of_ques;idﬁs that guides the employee through a problem-solving 2.

7

/

process mijgf/ﬁromote'employee development.48 The question of sira;egy

related to/level in ;Ee organizatiqnlis a more complex issue. Here the
/ b, ' :
. personﬂq/experience as well as level and perhaps personality variables such as

hg

depéndence/independence might dictate the.particﬁlar interview strateé? that
would be most effective. - PR ., . - :
A second are;, recommended freéuency for performance appraighl
interviews, has been.more fully resesrched. Frequence of interview is best
uetermined by considering the nature of the goal of the 1nterviewf:{he Eihd of
position the employee has in the organization and the characteristics of the o :
employee's performance. The general rule is that an emﬁ;oyee ought to be
interviewed at least once each year. When employee development is the
function of the interview, the job i1s nonroutine and goal setting is a part of

the interview, more f¥equent interviews are recommended. Weekly reviews are

recomnended for the drganization's low achievers.

"3\ A third area of performance appraisal researck, characteristics of the
interviewer, 1s fertile ground for the communication researcher. Here a major
concern is credibility. The research literature suggests that the supervisor

. , %4
must have specific knowledge of the subordinate's job and duties to have

credibility. The ouicome of credibility from this source is a perception by

14
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the interviewee that the review is more accurate and a8 greater willingnes: to .

>

accept‘it.

Be&ond the research centering on expertise”and knowledge lies thé nearly..

: ? / : - )
untouched area of communicator style. Research suggests that the appraiser's
Iy ~ . - 5 .

. . /
effectiveness is affected by consisténcy in style and active listening skills. &

<

But, what are the specific communication skills that contribute to competency?
. . N
Do verbal qnd nonverbi} skills coalesce. intc a set of behaviors that can bg

descfibgd aﬁditaught to managers? Therg are'obvipusiy many research questions

here Ehat,gaq be most profitably pursued with a variety of research

C e
Ll

methodolggies. E f _ L : . .

Fogrth, res2arch on climate has égntered on praise, criticism and
superior-subordinate relation;h1p§1 Praise seems to be an ineffective
strategy in the.appraisal interview. Research éuggests also that the
interviewer should avoid too'much criticism and thereby foster a supportive;
relationship.” Véty little work has been done with the idea of evaluative
language and defensive b?haviot. Jack Gibb49 suggested the alternative to

! 4

evaluating behavior is describing it objectively. But would this meet the
E . -~ .. A

eibectation of conveying the evaluation. Somé suggest that conveying the

i~
w

1

evaluation is an important factor in the motivational prdcess.5Q The most

~~

effective method of conveying the evaluation has not yet beeg ~learly .

o~
articulated by commgpication research.

3

4

Finally, with respect to participation, research indicates that the

[

employee should be ¢ncouraged to prepare by engaging in self-rating and

working through a struétured worksheet. Beyond this the interviewer should be
r ‘ ¢ >
sure that the interviewee knows that participation is welcome. The employee
)

should also be encouraged to participate_in godl setting, i1f such an activity

./ !5 q,\._
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3

. . - :
.

is indicated. The act of goal setting may lead to increased performénce, a

greater desire to improve, greater satisfaqtion, greater utility and greater

perceived fairness ghd accuracy. . . ' o '
_ : & 4

What qus the researéh suggest for the interviewee with zgapect to

communication behavior? The answer is very little--nearly all research
: o ’ &

What kind of questioning by ‘the

f6cuses upon interviewer behavior.

L4

,

interviewee would be most effective? Hhat kind of rhetorical stnetegies are

*

available to- the interviewee? How might an interviewee prepare most

.

: ’ )
effectively? All these are questions the organizational communicaticn
" - :
researcher must‘yet answer.. %
A3 .
Four areas of research seem promising. Investigation of important issues

in the areas of employee development, credibility and interviewer style,. -

hd

evaluation and climate, and rhetorical strategies of the interviewee will
provide useful additions to what ve already know about performance appraisel
laterviewing. The answering of research questions in th&se areas holds the -

key to increasing the productiveness o6f ‘the performance appraisal process as
) v/
: <

N »

an lmportant source of employee motivation. , .
. ’ - &
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